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Abstract

Even though Saudi EFL students devote multiple years to improving their English-speaking proficiency, they
struggle to achieve fluency. The present study, however, focuses on investigating the effectiveness of using
Duolingo in EFL classrooms to enhance the participants’ speaking proficiency. The participants who underwent
this study were 28 male Saudi students studying in secondary school, namely at Sharia Institute. They were
divided into control and experimental groups. Data was collected via post-test to conduct a valid comparison
between the two groups. The 14 students in the experimental group had been using Duolingo for a period of four
consecutive months while the participants in the control group have never used Duolingo. To make a valid
comparison of the mean score between the two groups, an independent samples t-test was used in this
experiment. After analysing the results, it has been concluded that the integration of Duolingo in the learning
process has a fundamental positive impact on enhancing participants’ speaking proficiency as well as improving
their overall language skills. Additionally, the participants’ positive attitude towards Duolingo was an intrinsic
factor that helped alleviate their anxiety when speaking.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Speaking and EFL Saudi Students

The fundamental skills of learning any language are basically reading, writing, listening and speaking. English is a
language that is taught in Saudi Arabia at different levels. English textbooks in Saudi Arabia are designed to focus
on the four skills of learning a language. Speaking, however, is overlooked in many English classes in Saudi
Arabia; consequently, students encounter numerous difficulties with this skill (Altwairish, 2009). Indeed,
Albureikan (2008) believed that students in Saudi Arabia struggle when speaking, and they barely produce
well-structured sentences.

There are three vital factors that hinder Saudi EFL learners in improving their English proficiency. The first factor
is associated with the learners’ attitude and their educational background; the second is linked to the environment
of the school; and the third is associated with teachers and textbooks (Hamouda, 2013). Lack of enthusiasm is
another serious problem that Saudi EFL learners encounter (Alonayzan, 2015; Hamouda, 2013). Moreover,
strategies that support the use of language in semi-authentic situations such as role-play are entirely overlooked by
many Saudi teachers (Alharbi, 2015).

1.2 The Sgnificance of Integrating Technology in Teaching

To increase learners’ proficiency, teachers should consider integrating technology into their teaching process.
Additionally, the process of using technology in language learning, which is known as computer-assisted language
learning (CALL), can significantly help teachers. One of the most widely used applications of CALL is
computer-mediated communication (CMC), which refers to the use of computer as a modern method to initiate
communication among remote users (Guarda, 2012). Although social interaction is vital in learning languages, it is
hugely restricted in Saudi Arabia; therefore, using technology to compensate for the lack of interaction is helpful in
improving EFL students’ language proficiency. Indeed, the use of an application that provides communication
with natives to enhance speaking has become an alternative option for those who are unable to be in an
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English-speaking environment. This study sheds light on the influence of Duolingo on EFL students’ speaking
proficiency and seeks to answer the question of whether the integration of Duolingo into the learning process can
help students improve their overall language proficiency.

1.3 Research Hypothesis
This study will test the following hypothesis:

1) The two groups will experience a huge difference in the mean scores of the post-test; that is, the
experimental group will outperform the control group due to better English exposure.

1.4 Sgnificance of the Study

This study has empirical, educational and national significance. Empirically, it adds to the literature about the
employment of CMC and phone applications to enhance EFL students’ speaking skills. Furthermore, this study
tackles the issue of male Saudi EFL students’ speaking deficiencies by investigating the influence of current
methods of language learning using technology on their speaking skills. Educationally, this study is significant
for both teachers and students. It provides teachers with ideas to move away from traditional methods of
teaching to an innovative technique that is dependent upon technology. Additionally, learning applications could
improve students’ educational levels and encourage them to become self-directed learners.

A massive part of the Saudi yearly budget is designated to improving the field of education in general and
maximising students’ competence and skills in particular. In addition, one of the visions that the Saudi
government hopes to achieve by 2030 is a stable and strong education system that allows for more upward
mobility than in previous decades. This can be achieved by strengthening the educational level of Saudi schools
and universities, developing Saudi curriculums, and enhancing Saudi students’ proficiency levels. The use of
techniques in EFL classes that improve Saudi students’ speaking proficiency through the integration of
technology to achieve an authentic use of English in daily live communication could indeed help to achieve such
a vision. After enhancing their educational excellence, Saudi students will be more qualified to enter the labour
market. Bygate (1987) posited that people are usually judged and professionally evaluated by their speaking
proficiency. Thus, competent Saudi learners of English can participate more effectively in the labour market.
This would reduce the number of unemployed people and the need for foreign workers in Saudi Arabia.
Moreover, if advanced techniques that would enhance Saudi EFL students’ English skills were adopted in Saudi
EFL classes, government expenditures to aid struggling students would be reduced. Therefore, the integration of
technology as well as successful methods of teaching are vital elements in achieving the Saudi 2030 vision.

1.5 Definitions of Key Terms

Duolingo: A versatile social platform that is designed especially for language learning, Duolingo can be
downloaded on mobile phones. Furthermore, this application makes learning language fun because it depends
totally on games and casual conversations. One of its primary uses is enabling students to call or interact with
native English speakers.

CALL: Beatty (2010) defined CALL as a process in which language learning takes place through computers.
This process involves either designed lessons or activities that promote the use of the language.

CMC: Beatty (2010) defined CMC as a process in which computer or other technological instruments are used
as a means of communication between language learners. Even if the goal of such communication is not
language learning or development, language is expected to be acquired or developed.

2. Literature Review

A number of studies have discussed the deficiency of EFL oral skills in Saudi Arabia. For instance, the majority
of Saudi students struggle to speak English on a daily basis because Arabic is quite dominant in real-life
situations. Indeed, Altwairish (2009) claimed that EFL students’ proficiency level is not as high as expected
compared to the extensive classes they take. However, some teachers do not engage or interact with students in
the classroom and prefer to use Arabic throughout their interactions (Alharbi, 2015; Hamad, 2013). Teachers
struggle in speaking activities because they lack the most appropriate methods to conduct such exercises. Hence,
the difficulties of EFL students with respect to language skills, particularly speaking, are worthy of investigation.
Moreover, the environment of Saudi Arabia usually ignores the use of English in real-life contexts
(Baniabdelrahman, 2013). Some teachers’ excessive concentration on grammar leads them to overlook other
skills, like speaking, and is an undeniable factor in impairing students’ overall proficiency. Indeed, Jallalah
(2013) illustrated that the majority of students had a massive amount of grammatical knowledge, but they did not
know how to accurately use it while speaking.
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2.1 CMCin EFL Classes

Oral CMC platforms can be used effectively to attain primary pedagogical goals (Terhune, 2016). In general, the
possibility of using CMC to enhance pronunciation and improve conversation was a vital element in developing
students’ oral skills (Althunayan, 2013; Hung & Huang, 2015; Tsukamoto et al., 2009; Wu et al., 2012).
Authentic communication witnessed a dramatic increase when applying CMC (Van Nguyen, 2010). Amiri et al.
(2012) revealed that the integration of technology into the learning process gave students more flexibility,
making learning faster and easier. Moreover, CMC strengthened and improved students’ engagement,
outperforming traditional instruction (Wu et al., 2012). Tsukamoto et al. (2009) concluded that students’
confidence increased when speaking in English on conference calls using Skype; consequently, they enjoyed the
experience of speaking with native English speakers. Grimshaw and Cardoso (2018) used a mobile game to
reduce the limitations that learners encounter and concluded that students who used this game outperformed
those who did not in oral examinations. Furthermore, there is an intrinsic relationship between EFL students’
speaking proficiency and the use of social media; multiple studies have tested the positive and negative influence
of social applications on improving language proficiency (Hong, 2006; Terhune, 2016). Overall, using
technology and online chatting motivated students and improved their English language proficiency (Terhune,
2016).

Nevertheless, the results of studies that investigate the effectiveness of CALL applications or CMC tools in
language learning are not consistent. While some studies have supported the view that CMC tools can positively
influence language development (Amiri et al., 2012; Hong, 2006; Terhune, 2016; Tsukamoto et al., 2009; Van
Nguyen, 2010; Wu et al., 2012), other studies have revealed slightly different results. For instance, Ko (2012)
claimed that learners developed oral skills due to the factors that surround the environment (task design) rather
than the environment itself. Thus, this study will add to the literature by investigating a tool that provides EFL
learners with opportunities to participate in online conversations with native speakers.

3. Methodology
3.1 Design

An experimental design was applied in this study, which included two main variables: a dependent variable —
Duolingo — and an independent variable —the students’ speaking proficiency. An experimental design allowed
for an investigation of the relationship, if any, between the use of Duolingo and the students’ overall speaking
proficiency.

3.2 Instruments

The study was conducted experimentally to evaluate the influence, if any, of a particular application called
Duolingo on two dependent groups. The researcher conducted a post-test to evaluate and compare the speaking
proficiency of the two groups. The speaking test was an extract from the students’ textbook called ‘Traveller 1°.
The students started using Duolingo four months before the actual experiment was conducted, so a pre-test was
not conducted. An independent samples t-test using SPSS was used to analyse data quantitatively. To analyse the
participants’ post-test, the researcher used a rubric adopted from Harris (1969). According to this rubric, five
sub-skills related to speaking were evaluated: pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, comprehension and fluency.
For each sub-skill, the participant was awarded a score out of five, with a total possible score of 25.

3.3 Participants

The participants evaluated in this study were 28 male students from a secondary school located in Algassim
region, namely Sharia Institute. They were divided into experimental and control groups. The experimental
group, who had been using Duolingo an hour daily for four consecutive months, included 14 students between
the ages of 16 and 17. The control group consisted of 14 students of a similar age who studied in the same class
as the experimental group but had not used Duolingo as a CMC tool. All participants were native Arabic
speakers and were taught by the same teacher. Furthermore, they shared similar cultural and educational
backgrounds.

4. Results

Prior to testing the main hypothesis of this study, the researcher generated descriptive statistics using SPSS. The
mean and standard deviation of both groups’ post-test scores are presented in Table 1. The average participant
from the experimental group had a better score, namely 6 points, than a participant from the control group.
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Table 1. Post-test scores of the two groups

Group Statistics

Group N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Experimental 14 21.43 2.102 562
Control 14 15.36 2.499 .668

To test the hypothesis and, therefore, evaluate the influence that Duolingo had on the experimental group’s
speaking proficiency, the researcher relied on an independent samples t-test via SPSS. Table 2 demonstrates the
results of the independent samples t-test. Whenever the p-value approaches .000, statistical differences arise
between the experimental and control groups. That is, the experimental group’s post-test scores are significantly
higher than the control group.

Table 2. Independent samples t-test

Independent Samples Test

Levene’s Test

for Equality of
Variances t-test for Equality of Means
95% Confidence Interval
Slg Mean Std. Error of the Difference

F Sig. T df (2-tailed) Difference Difference Lower Upper
Equal variances 184 672 6.956 26 .000 6.071 .873 4.277 7.865
assumed
Equal variances not 6.956 25.257 .000 6.071 .873 4.275 7.868
assumed

5. Discussion

The results of the independent samples t-test demonstrate that using Duolingo is effective in improving the
speaking proficiency of the individuals who integrated it into their learning process over a period of four
consecutive months. Contrary to Ko’s (2012) conclusions, the environment in this study played a massive role in
improving the participants’ oral skills. In fact, the participants in the experimental group were able to speak with
full confidence, and their speaking fluency outperformed those who participated in the control group. One
potential explanation for this difference is that the participants in the experimental group became accustomed to
speaking English with natives, contributing to their lack of anxiety. The control group, however, could not
develop oral skills because they lacked the opportunity to practice; therefore, their language anxiety increased as
they spoke. These findings are compatible with the results of Tsukamoto et al. (2009).

When examining speaking sub-skills, the researcher observed major differences between the two groups. With
respect to both fluency and vocabulary range, the participants in the experimental group used a different range of
vocabulary fairly well compared to the control group. As a result, the participants in the experimental group were
adept at finishing the task they were given. Conversely, the control group encountered some difficulties in
connected speech. Furthermore, the participants in the control group stumbled over their words on many
occasions, used certain words repeatedly and struggled to come up with alternatives. Moreover, crucial
grammatical differences were observed between the experimental and control groups. Specifically, the
participants in the experimental group employed well-formed sentences compared to the control group. One of
the primary grammatical mistakes made by the participants from the control group was the exclusion of helping
verbs (e.g., ‘I happy today’) due to negative transfer from Arabic to English. Overall, the disparity in language
proficiency between the two groups was significant: the participants in the experimental group developed many
aspects of their oral skills, whereas the control group encountered a number of challenges including ill-formed
sentences, limited vocabulary and lack of confidence.

6. Conclusion

The primary goal of the current study was to explain the impact of integrating a CMC tool in the teaching
process and to investigate whether a specific application, Duolingo, would improve EFL speaking levels. The
researcher selected 28 male participants to undergo the experiment. They were divided into two groups:
experimental and control. The experimental group included 14 participants who had been using Duolingo for
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four months, whereas the control group included the remaining participants, who did not use this app. The results
indicated a significant improvement in the speaking proficiency of the experimental group. Indeed, the control
group encountered multiple difficulties when compared to the experimental group. An enhancement of
vocabulary range followed by an increase in confidence were the primary outcomes in the experimental group.
Ultimately, the researcher deduced that integrating technology during the learning process is an intrinsic factor in
improving EFL students’ proficiency because traditional teaching methods were perceived in a negative way.
Students’ lack of interest could be tackled by integrating technology and utilising useful applications that could
help students improve their overall language performance in various ways. Therefore, this study provides a good
starting point for discussion and further research.

6.1 Limitations of the Study

The current study had many limitations that might have influenced the results. Considering the current global
pandemic situation, the post-test was conducted virtually. Moreover, due to a shortage of time, the researcher
could not include more participants and could not test the students’ speaking proficiency before the experiment.
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Appendix A
The speaking test rubric
Components Assessments Score
The pronunciation is clear and quite understandable for elementary 5
students.
There are some pronunciation problems, but still quite understandable.
Pronunciation problems necessitate listening and occasionally leads to a 3
L. misunderstanding.
Pronunciation
Very hard to understand because of pronunciation problems. Must 2
frequently be asked to repeat.
Pronunciation problems so severe as to make speech virtually 1
unintelligible.
Errors in grammar are quite rare.
There are a few grammatical errors but still intelligible.
Make frequent errors grammar, and word order occasionally obscure 3
Grammar meaning.
Grammar and word order errors make comprehension difficult. 2
Errors in grammar and word order so severe as to make speech virtually 1
unintelligible.
Almost all vocabulary used are in proper use. 5
Frequently uses inappropriate terms or must replace ideas but still
intelligible.
Vocabulary Frequently uses the wrong word; conversation somewhat limited because 3
of inadequate vocabulary.
Misuse of words and very limited vocabulary make comprehension quite 2
difficult.
Vocabulary limitation so extreme as to make conversation virtually 1
impossible.
Able to use the language fluently, rare skips, and the speed of speech is at 5
the normal rate.
Fluency Speed of speech seems to be slightly affected by language problems. 4
Speed and fluency are rather strongly affected by language problems. 3
Usually hesitant; often forced into silence by language limitations. 2
Speech is so halting and fragmentary as to make conversation virtually 1
impossible.
Understands most of what is said at average speed. 5
Understands what is said at average speed, but occasional repetition may
Comprehension be necessary.
Understands what is said at slower than average speed. 3
Has great difficulty following what is said. Can comprehend only “social 2
conversation” spoken slowly and with frequent repetition.
Cannot be said to understand even simple conversational English. 1
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